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Abstract 
The capacity of non-profit organisations to contribute to systemic social change is 
fundamentally shaped by their ability to mobilise and configure resources. Far from neutral 
inputs, resources actively determine organisational strategies, legitimacy, and influence. 
This article analyses four key forms of capital—human, financial, social, and intangible—
and explores how they interact to enable or constrain NGOs’ capacity for transformation. 
Human capital, encompassing staff, volunteers, and local knowledge, provides expertise and 
legitimacy but is often marked by tensions between professional and grassroots 
expectations. Financial capital, derived from philanthropy, donors, and social enterprise, 
enables scale yet exposes organisations to dependency and mission drift. Social capital, 
expressed through networks and coalitions, enhances reach and accountability while also 
reproducing hierarchies. Intangible capital—legitimacy, values, narratives, and knowledge
—shapes framing power and credibility in policy spaces. Comparative cases illustrate that 
well-resourced international NGOs often wield visibility but risk detachment, while 
grassroots organisations in the Global South rely on social legitimacy but face recognition 
challenges. Hybrid models combine these strengths yet remain fraught with representation 
dilemmas. By reconceptualising resources as active determinants of NGO influence, this 
article advances both theoretical and practical understanding of how non-profits mobilise 
inputs for systemic change.

Keywords 
non-profit organisations; resources; human capital; financial capital; social capital; 
legitimacy

1. Introduction 
At the foundation of non-profit action lies the mobilisation and configuration of resources. 
In practice, this involves much more than “having enough money” or “hiring capable staff.” 
Resources are socially embedded: they carry expectations, power relations, and symbolic 
meanings that shape organisational strategy and external perceptions. The same grant that 
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enables scale may also redirect priorities; the same volunteer network that deepens 
community legitimacy may complicate decision-making. Resources therefore function as 
constitutive forces that pattern what NGOs can credibly attempt, how they justify their 
choices, and which coalitions they can enter.
Dependency perspectives underscore this embeddedness. As resource-dependent 
organisations, NGOs secure critical inputs from environments populated by donors, states, 
firms, and communities, while negotiating the conditions attached to those inputs (Pfeffer & 
Salancik, 1978). Institutional theory adds that conformity to prevailing norms—reporting 
templates, impact metrics, professional credentials—often becomes a precondition for 
support (Meyer & Rowan, 1977). This article adopts a multi-capital lens—human, financial, 
social/symbolic, and intangible/knowledge—to examine not only how inputs are mobilised 
but how their configurations open or foreclose pathways to systemic change.

2. Human Capital 
Human capital anchors an NGO’s adaptive capacity. Staff expertise, leadership quality, and 
organisational learning systems determine whether an NGO can absorb feedback, innovate 
under pressure, and maintain programme fidelity while adapting to context (Lusthaus et al., 
2002). Leadership approaches are pivotal: distributed leadership fosters local initiative and 
succession resilience; overly centralised authority may ensure efficiency but suppress 
learning and upward feedback. Investment in professional development, reflective practice, 
and well-being safeguards human capital from burnout—an often overlooked risk that 
depletes institutional memory and undermines continuity.
Volunteers extend this capacity while also conferring social legitimacy. They embody civic 
trust, signal rootedness, and often contribute specialised skills at critical moments (Hustinx, 
Cnaan, & Handy, 2010). Yet volunteer systems require design: clear role definitions, 
safeguarding, and feedback loops prevent exploitation or role conflict with paid staff. 
Crucially, community knowledge—“epistemic capital”—anchors programmes in lived 
realities. Co-production with local actors improves cultural fit and long-term uptake 
(Gaventa & Cornwall, 2008). Tensions frequently arise when professional norms (e.g., rigid 
logframes) collide with community rhythms and decision-making styles; NGOs that create 
structured interfaces between professional expertise and grassroots knowledge convert 
potential friction into collaborative advantage.
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3. Financial Capital 
Financial capital is both an enabler and a governor of organisational behaviour. 
Philanthropic donations can underwrite experimentation and risk-taking, yet their volatility 
challenges planning horizons and staff retention. Donor grants bring scale and stability but 
often require alignment with funder priorities and compliance with exacting reporting 
regimes (Edwards & Hulme, 1996). This alignment can elevate upward accountability (to 
donors) over downward accountability (to communities), subtly shifting organisational 
attention from locally defined value to externally defined indicators.
Projectised, short-cycle funding undermines cumulative impact by incentivising discrete 
outputs over long-term outcomes (Banks, Hulme, & Edwards, 2015). In response, many 
NGOs pursue income diversification through fee-for-service or social enterprise. While 
diversification can reduce dependency, marketisation introduces new logics—pricing, 
customer acquisition, cost recovery—that may recode beneficiaries as clients and nudge 
missions toward solvable, saleable problems (Eikenberry & Kluver, 2004). Financial 
strategy is therefore a question of mission governance: building reserves, advocating for 
core funding, and structuring partnerships that protect strategic autonomy while meeting 
reasonable accountability standards.

4. Social and Symbolic Capital 
Social capital—relationships, trust, and norms of reciprocity—amplifies the reach and 
resilience of NGOs. Transnational advocacy networks enable rapid information flows, 
benchmark diffusion, and coordinated pressure on decision-makers (Keck & Sikkink, 1998). 
At national and subnational levels, collaborative governance arrangements with public 
agencies and community groups can institutionalise learning and reduce duplication (Provan 
& Kenis, 2008). Yet networks are not inherently democratic: resource-rich actors may 
dominate agenda-setting, while grassroots organisations shoulder implementation without 
equivalent voice. Designing inclusive network governance—shared decision rules, 
transparent information practices, rotating convenorship—helps mitigate these asymmetries.
Symbolic capital is closely related but distinct: it is the recognised legitimacy that unlocks 
access to policy venues, media visibility, and donor confidence (Suchman, 1995). 
Legitimacy has strategic, moral, and cognitive dimensions—competence signals, value 
congruence, and taken-for-grantedness—and each must be cultivated. Importantly, symbolic 
capital is context-specific: international accolades may impress donors yet fail to resonate 
locally; conversely, deep community trust may not translate into national policy access. 
NGOs that bridge symbolic registers—pairing local credibility with translational capacities 
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for national and global arenas—are better positioned to convert coalition work into systemic 
influence.

5. Intangible and Knowledge Capital 
Intangible capital—values, narratives, and organisational identity—structures how NGOs 
frame problems and mobilise allies. Framing processes transform private troubles into 
public issues, aligning diagnostics (“what’s wrong”), prognostics (“what should be done”), 
and motivational appeals (“why now”) (Snow & Benford, 1988). Narrative skill determines 
whether evidence travels: technically accurate but poorly framed analysis rarely shifts 
policy; resonant storytelling rooted in community experience can reorder agendas. 
Internally, a coherent mission narrative fosters cohesion across dispersed teams and helps 
navigate trade-offs under resource pressure (Batliwala, 2012).
Knowledge capital positions NGOs as contributors to epistemic communities—networks 
of experts who shape policy through shared causal beliefs and normative commitments 
(Haas, 1992). Building credible knowledge systems requires data governance, ethical 
review, mixed-methods evaluation, and partnerships with universities or think tanks. 
Crucially, knowledge production must be dialogical: integrating practitioner experience and 
community insight with scholarly rigour. When NGOs treat communities as co-researchers 
rather than data sources, they enhance both validity and legitimacy. This blend of evidence 
and lived knowledge strengthens advocacy and helps bridge the output–outcome–impact 
chain.

6. Comparative Perspectives 
Resource configurations vary systematically across organisational types and geographies. 
Large international NGOs often command substantial financial and knowledge capital, 
enabling multi-country programmes and sophisticated policy work. These advantages can 
incur costs: professionalisation and compliance demands may distance organisations from 
local lifeworlds, and brand protection can dampen risk appetite (Choudry & Kapoor, 2013). 
By contrast, grassroots organisations—particularly in the Global South—frequently operate 
with precarious finance but with dense relational ties, cultural fluency, and rapid 
mobilisation capacity (Fisher, 1997). Their challenge is not legitimacy but longevity and 
policy access.
Hybrid arrangements seek to combine strengths: locally led coalitions partnered with 
national or international allies for resources, research support, and advocacy access. South–
South platforms and federated models demonstrate promise in scaling influence without 
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erasing local voice (Mawdsley, 2012). Yet hybridity raises representation dilemmas: who 
speaks for whom, who holds funds, and who decides agenda and risk? Designing equitable 
compacts—shared ownership of data and narratives, pass-through funding to local fiscal 
agents, and co-authored policy outputs—turns hybridity from a branding exercise into a 
genuine architecture of distributed power.

7. Conclusion 
Resources are not neutral inputs sitting in the background of NGO work; they are active 
determinants of strategy, legitimacy, and systemic influence. Human capital supplies 
adaptive capacity and moral presence; financial capital enables scale while introducing 
governance risks; social and symbolic capital open doors while requiring careful attention to 
inclusion; intangible and knowledge capital anchor framing power and credibility. Critically, 
these capitals interact: money without legitimacy rarely moves policy; legitimacy without 
knowledge struggles to endure scrutiny; knowledge without relationships seldom travels.
For scholars, a multi-capital perspective reframes evaluation from counting resources to 
analysing resource configurations and their political effects. For practitioners, the 
implications are practical and immediate: invest in people and learning systems; negotiate 
funding that protects mission; structure coalitions for parity; cultivate narratives grounded in 
community experience and strong evidence. NGOs that curate these capitals deliberately—
not as afterthoughts but as strategic levers—are better positioned to convert outputs into 
outcomes and, where conditions permit, into enduring systemic impact.
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